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ADVICE GIVEN NEGROES A CENTURY AGO 

The following addresses to the free people of color, 
taken from the Minutes of the American Convention of 
Abolition Societies active in this country during the first 
fifty years of the republic of the United States, show the 
method employed by these early friends of the Negroes to 
effect their social uplift while this organization was work- 
ing for the abolition of the slave trade and the destruction 
of slavery. The advice to the Negroes as to how they 
should conduct themselves is very interesting. After 1820 
the American Convention of Abolition Societies paid less 
attention to such advice to the people of color and concerned 
itself primarily with appeals to others in their behalf. The 
free Negro made so much moral progress during the period 
that they ceased to be a cause of anxiety. 

To The 
Free Africans and other free People op color 

IN THE 

UNITED STATES. 

The Convention of Deputies from the Abolition Societies in the 
United States, assembled at Philadelphia, have undertaken to ad- 
dress you upon subjects highly interesting to your prosperity. 

They wish to see you act worthily of the rank you have ac- 
quired as freemen, and thereby to do credit to yourselves, and to 
justify the friends and advocates of your color in the eyes of the 
world. 

As the result of our united reflections, we have concluded to 
call your attention to the following articles of Advice. We trust, 
they are dictated by the purest regard for your welfare, for we 
view you as Friends and Brethren. 

In the first place. We earnestly recommend to you, a regular 
attention to the important duty of public worship ; by which means 
you will evince gratitude to your CREATOR, and, at the same 
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time, promote knowledge, union, friendship, and proper conduct 
amongst yourselves. 

Secondly, 

Secondly, We advise such of you, as have not been taught 
reading, writing, and the first principles of arithmetic, to acquire 
them as early as possible. Carefully attend to the instruction of 
your children in the same simple and useful branches of education. 
Cause them, likewise, early and frequently to read the holy Script- 
ures. They contain, among other great discoveries, the precious 
record of the original equality of mankind, and of the obligations 
of universal justice and benevolence, which are derived from the 
relation of the human race to each other in a COMMON FATHER. 

Thirdly, Teach your children useful trades, or to labor with 
their hands in cultivating the earth. These employments are favor- 
able to health and virtue. In the choice of masters, who are to 
instruct them in the above branches of business, perfer those who 
will work with them; by this means they will acquire habits of 
industry, and be better preserved from vice, than if they worked 
alone, or under the eye of persons less interested in their welfare. 
In forming contracts, for yourselves or children, with masters, it 
may be useful to consult such persons as are capable of giving 
you the best advice, who are known to be your friends, in order to 
prevent advantages being taken of your ignorance of the laws and 
customs of our country. 

Fourthly, Be diligent in your respective callings, and faithful 
in all the relations you bear in society, whether as husbands, wives, 
fathers, children or hired servants. Be just in all your dealings. 
Be simple in your dress and furniture, and frugal in your family 
expenses. Thus you will act like Christians as well as freemen, 
and, by these means, you will provide for the distress and wants 
of sickness and old age. 

Fifthly, Refrain from the use of spirituous liquors. The ex- 
perience of many thousands of the citizens of the United States 
has proved, that these liquors are not necessary to lessen the fatigue 
of labor, nor to obviate the extremes of heat or cold; much less 
are they necessary to add to the innocent pleasures of society. 

Sixthly, Avoid frolicking, and amusements which lead to ex- 
pense and idleness; they beget habits of dissipation and vice, and 
-thus expose you to deserved reproeich amongst your white neigh- 
bors. 
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Seventhly, We wish to impress upon your minds the normal and 
religious necessity of having your marriages legally performed; 
also to have exact registers preserved of all the births and deaths 
which occur in your respective families. 

Eighthly, Endeavour to lay up as much as possible of your 
earnings for the benefit of your children, in ease you should die 
before they are able to maintain themselves — ^your money will be 
safest and most beneficial when laid out in lots, houses or small 
farms. 

Ninthly, "We recommend to you, at all times and upon all 
occasions, to behave yourselves to all persons in a civil and respect- 
ful manner, by which you may prevent contention and remove 
every just occasion of complaint. We beseech you to reflect, it is 
by your good conduct alone, that you can refute the objections 
which have been made against you as rational and moral creatures, 
and remove many of the difficulties, which have occurred in the 
general emancipation of such of your brethren as are yet in bondage. 

With hearts anxious for your welfare, we commend you to the 
guidance and protection of that BEING who is able to keep you 
from all evil, and who is the common Father and Friend of the 
whole family of mankind.^ 

To THE Feee Africans and other free Peopo} of color in the 
UNITED STATES 

The Convention of Delegates from the Abolition Societies in 
the United States, having again assembled for the purpose of pro- 
moting your happiness, consider it their duty, once more to call 
your attention to the advice which was addressed to you by the 
Convention of last year; and which we subjoin to the present ad- 
dress, in order that you may at one view be able to profit by these 
collected advices of your sincerest friends. The oftner we review 
that advice, the more we are impressed with its importance, and the 
more anxious we are to urge your strict and faithful observance 
of it. We shall only add thereto, at present, one other request, and 
that is, that you would avoid gaming in all its varied forms — the 
ruinous and miserable consequences of this most pernicious evil, are 
so notorious, and so generally acknowledged, that we cannot too 
forcibly endeavour to guard you against it. It subjects you to the 
control of the most degrading passions, and too generally leads 
to the loss of fortune, reputation, and of every good principle. 

1 American Convention Abolition Societies. Minutes, 1796, pp. 12, 14. 
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We can with peculiar satisfaction inform you, that schools and 
places of worship have been established, and that they are well 
attended by people of your color, in New- York, New-Jersey, Penn- 
sylvania, Maryland, Virginia, and other places ; and we are happy 
to find, that many of you have evinced, by your prudent and moral 
conduct, that you are not unworthy of the freedom you enjoy. 

Go on in these paths of virtue: — By persevering in them you 
will justify the solicitude and labors of your friends in your behalf, 
and furnish an additional argument for the emancipation of such 
of your brethren as are yet in bondage in the United States and in 
other parts of the world.* 

To THE FREE BdACKS, AND OTHBK FREE PEOPLE OP COLOUR, IN 

THE United States 

The American Convention for promoting the Abolition of Slav- 
ery and improving the Condition of the African Kace, believe it 
proper to address you, on subjects highly interesting to your well 
being. 

You can have no doubt but that our views are disinterested, and 
we therefore think ourselves entitled to your attention, whilst we 
speak of matters in which you are greatly concerned. 

As you are free men, we wish you to place a proper estimate on 
your privileges, and to act in a manner becoming your character; 
that, by your worthy conduct, you may destroy the prejudices 
which some persons entertain against you, and relieve your friends 
from the censures which they incur in consequence of your errors ; 
we beseech you, reflect seriously and endeavor to remove these re- 
proaches; and it is our earnest and affectionate advice, that you 
remember your great and good Creator, who has placed you in this 
life, in order that you may, by acting well your part here, be 
qualified for everlasting happiness hereafter — Can you expect 
that happiness, if instead of attending places of divine worship, 
there to pray for his holy aid, you spend the Sabbath, as well as 
much of the other parts of your time, in rolicking, drinking, or 
other evil practices, which destroy your own comfort, give cause 
of offense to your neighbours, and above all greatly displease that 
all-seeing God, before whom you must appear to give an account 
for all your conduct ? Let us prevail upon you to refrain from the 

2 American Convention of Abolition Societies, Minutes of, 1797, pp. 16 
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use of spirituous liquors, which have occasioned misery to thou- 
sands — from gaming, a vice which will bring poverty upon your 
families, and from frolicking and amusements, which lead to idle- 
ness and expence; these habits of dissipation, can in no wise add 
to your comfort. Be industrious, diligent in your business, frugal 
in your expences, and endeavour to lay up part of your earnings 
against a time of need. Some of you can read, such know the 
advantages of it; you who cannot, strive to acquire that know- 
ledge. — Surely this knowledge is an object of great importance, 
were it only for the opportunity it affords of becoming acquainted 
with that best of books, the Bible. The holy Scriptures of the old 
and new testament, contain invaluable treasures of instruction, and 
of comfort. It would give us much satisfaction, could we oftener 
see them in the hands of those who are able to read them, and that 
an increasing anxiety to bcome possessed of their contents, and to 
profit by their precepts, might be more and more observable among 
you. 

Very much depends upon the right education of your children, 
endeavour to have them brought up to labour, and taught to read 
and write ; early place them apprentice with suitable masters, and 
whether they be tradesmen or farmers, be always particularly care- 
ful to prefer such, as by their example, will encourage them in in- 
dustry and sobriety. 

In all your dealings be just and honest, give no cause of offence 
to any, and if any dispute, either among yourselves, or with others, 
should unhappily arise, in which you find difficulty, apply to such 
persons in your neighborhoods as you know to be your friends, and 
able to give you advice and assistance. Be assured you will find 
this practice contributes much more to your peace and interest, 
than the settling of your differences at law. 

Be careful to observe your marriage covenants, remembering 
that those who violate them, will fall under the displeasure of the 
Almighty. We wish also to impress your minds, the necessity of 
having your marriage ceremonies legally performed, and that the 
births and deaths in your respective families, be carefully regis- 
tered. In the words of an address heretofore made, we recommend 
you at all times, and upon all occasions, to behave yourselves in a 
civil and respectful manner, by which you may prevent contention 
and remove many causes of complaint: we beseech you to reflect, 
that you may, by your good conduct, refute the objections which 
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have been made against you as rational and moral creatures and 
lessen many of the difficulties which now occur in the emancipation 
of such of your brethren, as are yet in bondage. 

In all your communications with those of your brethren who 
remain in slavery, we desire you unceasingly to impress them with 
the necessity of contentment with their situations, submission to 
their masters, and fidelity to their interests — that they be not merely 
eye-servants, but carefully perform the labours assigned them, and 
manage everything intrusted to their care, with as much faithful- 
ness as if it were their own. By this conduct they will excite in 
their masters, a disposition to treat them with humanity and gentle- 
ness, and to increase the number of their privileges and comforts; 
and contribute to the peace of their own minds. 

Console them with the reflection, that unmixed happiness in a 
future life, will be the portion of all good men, whatever may have 
been their lot here below.* 

To THE FREE BlACKS AND OTHER FREE PEOPLE OF COLOUR IN THE 

United States 

The American Convention for promoting the Abolition of Slav- 
ery, and improving the Condition of the African Kace, having again 
assembled for the purpose of advancing your best interest, and the 
welfare of your offspring ; deem it expedient, once more to address 
you as children of one Almighty Parent, and members of the same 
extended family. The objects we have so long, and so assiduously 
pursued, are highly interesting to society at large, and infinitely 
important to you in particular. . . . For their attainment, we 
therefore claim your zealous and uniform co-operation. This de- 
mand we make with much confidence, as we are persuaded many of 
you have already verified, in your own experience, the propriety of 
former recommendations. You have found that industry and 
economy have procured for you, independence; that temperance 
has greatly promoted, if not absolutely secured to you, health ; and 
that the cultivation of the faculties of the mind, has enlarged the 
capacity for discharging your various duties, and for enjoying the 
numerous benefits you have received. On the contrary, you have 
seen that idleness, gambling, and dissipation, have uniformly pro- 
duced poverty and disgrace ; that intemperance has generally been 
the parent of loathsome disease, and the cause of premature death ; 

3 American Convention Abolition Societies, Minutes, 1804, pp. 30-33. 



Documents 109 

and that the consequences of ignorance are too frequently, conten- 
tion and loss. Trusting then, that we can with confidence appeal to 
your own experience, for a test of the truth of precepts so often in- 
culcated, we beseech you with anxious and tender solicitude to bear 
them constantly in remembrance, and, with a steady zeal, put them 
in practice. We are well aware that human nature is frail, and 
prone to depart from the strait path of rectitude. On this weak- 
ness let us not however rely for a justification of our deviations, 
but rather let it operate as an inducement to double our diligence 
and increase our caution. Then while we are conscious of having 
honestly and earnestly endeavored to discharge the duties we owe 
to our Maker and to each other, we can look with more confidence 
to our great Creator for pardon of our past transgressions and 
strength to preserve us from a repetition of them. 

In our observations thus far we have chiefly endeavoured to con- 
vince you, that on your own conduct depends your prosperity and 
happiness, but be assured the consequences do not rest there. The 
greater portion of your brethren still remains in bondage. One 
great obstacle to their release, it is in your power and it is emi- 
nently your duty to remove; the enemies of your liberty have 
loudly and constantly asserted that you are not qualified to enjoy 
it, that your proneness to dissipation, your inattention to your 
particular concerns, and your disregard of the interests of each 
other, will ever produce your own wretchedness and lasting mis- 
chief to those among whom you dwell: in what degree the im- 
putations may be just we leave to your own candour to decide; 
but we cannot leave the subject without conjuring you to remove, 
by the utmost circumspection of conduct, the causes that have been 
and continue to be urged against you ; and thereby contribute your 
part towards the liberation of such of your fellow men as yet 
remain in the shackles of slavery. 

The education of your offspring is a subject of lasting import- 
ance, and has obtained a large portion of our attention and care. 
In this too we call upon you for your aid ; many of you have been 
favoured to acquire a comfortable portion of property, and are con- 
sequently enabled to contribute in some measure to the means of 
educating your offspring. While you thus benefit your own. you 
will also confer a favor on the children of those who are indigent ; 
in as much as there will remain a large proportion of other funds 
to be applied to their improvement. 
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Having thus fully communicated our sentiments on subjects the 
most important to your present and eternal welfare, we beg you 
to give them your close attention, and sincerely wish you that 
happiness which is consistent with the will of an all-wise and 
protecting Providence.* 

to the free people of colour and descendants of the african 
Race, in the United States 

The American Convention composed of Delegates from several 
Abolition and Manumission Societies in the United States, being 
assembled in Philadelphia, for the purpose of promoting the great 
cause of emancipation, and for the melioration of the condition 
and the general improvement of the descendants of the African 
race; have deemed it their duty to address you, on some subjects 
intimately connected with your future welfare and prosperity. 
They perform this duty the more willingly, from a conviction that 
such counsel and advice as they may communicate, will be received 
and listened to with attention, from the circumstance of its pro- 
ceeding from those who have long had your best interests at heart. 

Vain will be the desire on the part of the friends of abolition, 
to behold their labours crowned with success, unless those colourd 
people who have obtained their freedom, should evince by their 
morality and orderly deportment, that they are deserving the 
rank and station which they have obtained in society: unavailing 
will be the most strenuous exertions of humane philanthropists in 
your behalf, if you should not be found to second their endeavours, 
by a course of conduct corresponding with the expectations and the 
wishes of your friends. 

We intreat you therefore by the ties which bind us together as 
children of one common Creator ; — by the obligation imposed upon 
us, as joint objects of redeeming love ; as heirs alike with us, of the 
rewards and benedictions which rest upon all who perform the 
religious and social obligations of life with fidelity ; — by the sacred 
duties which you owe to yourselves, and to the Author of your 
existence ; seriously to consider the great responsibility which rests 
upon you as Freemen, so to order and regulate your conduct and 
deportment in the world and amongst men, that your example may 
exhibit a standing refutation of the charge, that you are unworthy 

* Minutes of Proceedings of Tenth American Convention for promoting 
the Abolition of Slavery. 1805, pp. 36-39. 
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of freedom. And let us impress it upon YOU, whose opportunities 
of information have been greater than the generality of your colour, 
to use the influence which your superior knowledge may have 
given you among your brethren, to dissuade them from the com- 
mission and practice of those vices which degrade and disgrace them 
in the eyes of mankind; particularly let it be your constant en- 
deavour to repress among them dram drinking, frequenting of 
tippling shops and places of diversion, idleness and dissipation of 
every description, and to promote and encourage as much as pos- 
sible, habits of sobriety, industry and economy, punctual attend- 
ance on places of religious worship, particularly on the day ap- 
pointed for rest from labour, and for the exercises of devotion; 
avoiding noisy and disorderly conduct on those days, as well as at 
other times ; and to demean themselves peaceably and respectfully, 
towards all those with whom they have intercourse. This will 
do more, towards advancing your cause in the earth, than the 
labours of your friends can effect in your behalf. 

The great work of emancipation is not to be accomplished in a 
day; — it must be the result of time, of long and continued exer- 
tions : it is for you to show by an orderly and worthy deportment 
that you are deserving of the rank which you have attained. En- 
deavour as much as possible to use economy in your expences, so 
that you may be enabled to save from your earnings, something for 
the education of your children, and for your support in time of 
sickness, and in old age : and let all those who by atending to this 
admonition, have acquired means, send their children to school 
as soon as they are old enough, where their morals will be an object 
of attention, as well as their improvement in school learning; and 
when they arrive at a suitable age, let it be your especial care to 
have them instructed in some mechanical art suited to their capaci- 
ties, or in agricultural pursuits ; by which they may afterwards be 
enabled to support themselves and a family. Encourage, also, those 
among you who are qualified as teachers of schools, and when you 
are of ability to pay, never send your children to free-schools; 
this may be considered as robbing the poor, of the opportunities 
which were intended for them alone. 

Keep out of all contentions and law-suits with each other; by 
which your valuable time, which should be spent in useful occupa- 
tions, is grievously misapplied, your money wasted, and your char- 
acter in the world, is unhappily injured and degraded: — ^it is a 
mortifying sight to your friends, to see the coloured people bring- 
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ing each other before the civil officers and in courts of justice for 
trifling causes of contention, which by exercising an amiable and 
forbearing disposition might be easily settled, without going to law, 
and spending their time and money, in useless disputations. 

Be faithful to the obligations of the marriage covenant. Be 
diligent in your respective callings, so that you may not disappoint 
the expectations of those who have confided in you, and in the 
capacity of domestics or hired servants, shew yourselves faith-ful ; 
remembering that no situation in life is disgraceful in itself, but 
that upon your own conduct, will depend the estimation in which 
you will be held by others; and if you perform your duty with 
fidelity, you wiU be respecte<i and esteemed. Be just in all your 
dealings, and strictly punctual in the performance of all your 
promises; so shall you gain the approbation and the confidence of 
your white neighbours, and justify the conduct of those who have 
laboured for your emancipation. 

Let an especial attention be had to keep a regular record of 
your marriages, and of the births of your children, by which their 
ages may at any time be legally established ; — this will be of essen- 
tial service to you in placing them out as apprentices and prevent 
impositions being practised upon you. Finally — ^be sober ; be watch- 
ful over every part of your conduct, keeping constantly in view, 
that the freedom of many thousands of your colour, who still re- 
main in slavery, will be hastened and promoted by your leading a 
life of virtue and sobriety." 

B Minutes of the American Convention Abolition Societies, 1818. Pages 
43 and 47. 



